Enhanced adrenal sensitivity to exogenous cosyntropin (ACTH alpha 1-24) stimulation in major depression. Relationship to dexamethasone suppression test results.
ACTH alpha 1-24 (cosyntropin) (250 micrograms by intravenous bolus) was given to 38 medicated patients with major depressive disorder (MDD) and to 34 normal control subjects. Patients with MDD had significantly higher plasma cortisol concentrations and significantly higher increases in plasma cortisol levels 60 minutes after cosyntropin infusion than did control subjects. Patients who were nonsuppressors in the dexamethasone suppression test had significantly higher 60-minute cortisol concentrations and cortisol increases than did normal subjects and patients with MDD who were suppressors. There were significant, strongly positive correlations between cortisol secretory responses to cosyntropin and postdexamethasone cortisol concentrations in patients with MDD. These findings confirm that adrenal sensitivity to corticotropin (ACTH) is enhanced in MDD and suggest that this endocrine abnormality may be related pathophysiologically to the resistance of cortisol secretion to dexamethasone suppression.